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Abstract
Kelley-Henderson, Cheryl Monique Rose. PhD. The University of Memphis. May, 2016.
The effect of instructional strategy and music aptitude on the rhythmic improvisation
performance of second-grade elementary general music students. Ryan Fisher, PhD.
With the intent of improving the instructional practice of improvisation in the elementary
general music classroom, the purpose of this research was to examine the effects of
instructional strategies and music aptitude on the rhythmic improvisation performance of
second-grade general music students. The research questions were: 1) Does whole group
or small group instruction effect the rhythmic improvisation performance of second-grade
elementary general music students? 2) Does music aptitude as measured by the
Intermediate Measures of Music Audiation (IMMA) effect the rhythmic improvisation
performance of second-grade elementary general music students? The research design
involved two instructional settings consisting of an experimental and a control group. All
of the participants (n = 93) were administered the Intermediate Measures of Music
Audiation (IMMA) and an improvisation pre-test. Students in both groups received four
improvisation music lessons. The experimental treatment involved the use of
improvisation lessons through small group instruction with four to six students per small
group. The treatment period lasted six music class sessions. At the end of the treatment,
all students’ improvised responses were assessed to measure their improvisation
performance. Three judges independently rated the rhythmic improvisation performances
using the Rhythmic Improvisation Performance Assessment (RIPA). The researcher
designed the RIPA to score the second-grade rhythmic improvisation performances. The
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independent variables were the instructional strategies (whole group and small group
instruction) used in the music lessons and the IMMA grouping (high/low). The dependent
variable was the composite rhythmic improvisation performance assessment. Two
separate mixed ANOVAs were conducted. Results revealed a main effect for the pretest/posttest, F(1, 82) = 39.01; p < .001, partial ɳ2= .32, indicating participants
significantly improved on improvisation from the pre-test to the posttest. A statistically
significant interaction between whole group/small group instruction showed more
improvement for the whole group between pre-test and posttest than those in small group
instruction. Results also revealed no main effect for music aptitude.
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Chapter 1
Statement of the Problem
The general music classroom in the elementary school often provides students’
first formal music learning experiences. Elementary general music educators have the
potential to shape student understandings and experiences concerning the intricacies of
musical concepts. These understandings are developed through singing, listening,
moving, performing, and creating music.
The National Coalition for Core Arts Standards (NCCAS) suggests there are three
artistic processes that cultivate a student’s conceptual understanding of music: (1)
creating, (2) performing, and (3) responding (NAfME, 2015). These three artistic
processes are also associated with various instructional methods of teaching
improvisation (Beegle, 2010; Brophy, 2001; Meulink, 2011). The first domain of the
NCCAS states that creating can be defined as the conception and development of new
artistic ideas. Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music defines improvisation as the “art of
creating music spontaneously in performance” (Randel, 1999).
Vast amounts of research have examined the significance of developing skills in
improvisation (Azzara, 1993, 2002; Gordon, 2007; Kratus, 1996; McPherson, 1996;
Sarath, 2002; Young, 1971). Emile Jaques-Dalcroze and Rothwell (1932) defined
improvisation as “the immediate expression of one’s thoughts” (p. 372). Ferand (1961)
explained that every musical technique or form of composition originated in
improvisation. Moore (1992) believed improvisation to be an effective means of
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expression when incorporating a vocabulary, whether cognitively or intuitively.
According to Moore, improvisation displays an understanding of teacher prescribed
instructions, utilizing concepts and musical parameters.
Research suggests improvisation is considered a complex musical technique
(Bell, 2003; Campbell, 2009, Ward-Steinman, 2007). Despite the complexity, developing
improvisation skills can be a significant musical skill taught in the elementary general
music classroom. Instruction in improvisation may also display mastery of the
aforementioned NCCAS for curriculum and instruction while building musical skill and
understanding in the elementary general music classroom. In addition, instruction in
improvisation may be a useful method of measuring proficiency as general music
teachers evaluate musical achievement and design units of music instruction.
Need for the Study
Researchers have investigated the historical origins of improvisation in music
(Moore, 1992; Solomon, 1986) and multiple methods of improvisation instruction and
performance (Azzara, 1993; Brophy, 2005; Filsinger, 2013; Kanellopoulos, 2011; Laczó,
1981; May, 2003). While much of improvisation instruction for elementary general music
focuses on melodic and pitched instrumental improvisation, general music educators may
be interested in determining what impact instructional method has on the mastery of
improvisational skills. Peterson and Miller (2004) in their study of instructional practices
found that a need exists in understanding how students experience various instructional
activities and how those experiences influence what is learned in their academic subjects.
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This investigation is essential in considering how instructional practice affects student
learning in various settings as well as how it effects students of differing abilities. A
scarce amount of literature exists exploring the influence of varied instructional practices
on improvisation skill development in elementary general music classes.
The National Standard for Music Education (1994) identified nine content
standards for elementary music education. Content standard number three was
improvising melodies, variations, and accompaniments. Achievement of this standard
was measured by four competencies: (1) the students’ ability to improvise “answers” in
the same style to given rhythmic and melodic phrases, (2) students’ ability to improvise
simple rhythmic and melodic ostinato accompaniments, (3) students’ ability to improvise
simple rhythmic variations and simple melodic embellishments on familiar melodies, and
(4) students’ ability to improvise short songs and instrumental pieces using a variety of
sound sources (NAfME, 1994). These nine content standards have recently been
modified into four artistic processes to form the NCCAS.
Domain one of the NCCAS is creating. This domain contains three indicators:
imagining, enduring understanding, and essential questions with two common anchors.
The first component, imagining is described as the student’s ability to generate musical
ideas for various purposes and contexts. Enduring understandings are created, allowing
opportunity for students to allow creative ideas, concepts, and feelings to function as
sources from which musical ideas emerge. Lastly, there are two competencies to
determine mastery and proficiency in the improvisation:
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(1) The ability to improvise rhythmic and melodic patterns and musical ideas for
a specific purpose, and
(2) The ability to generate musical patterns and ideas within the context given.
The generative process required to improvise causes the musician to employ
multiple skills simultaneously (Azzara, 1993; Sarath, 2002). With this multi-task of
combining listening, thinking, and creating music, researchers and music educators
sought to observe if music achievement and mastery of improvisation is impacted by
music aptitude. Edwin Gordon (1979) defined music aptitude as a measure of one’s
potential to learn from achievement which is a measure of what one has been taught.
Gordon created an assessment to measure music aptitude through the process of
audiation. The assessment measures how one hears and feels music from a digital or
recorded sound source. Gordon’s theory emphasized that music aptitude can best be
measured by use of a valid music aptitude assessment tool. As a result, Gordon’s Primary
Measures of Music Audition (PMMA) and the Intermediate Measures of Music Audiation
(IMMA) are both commonly used by researchers and music educators to determine the
musical aptitude of students in music education programs.
General music instruction can be separated into two instructional formats: (1)
whole group instruction or (2) small group instruction (also known as cooperative
learning groups). Whole group instruction is a traditional method of instruction in both
general education and the music classroom; however, both vocal (Guilbault, 2004;
O’Donnell, 2011) and instrumental ensemble (Meulink, 2011) music classes incorporate
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sectionals as a method of small group instruction and complex musical skill development.
Although small group instruction may not be commonly used in the general music
classroom (Beegle, 2010; Jellison, Brooks, & Huck, 1984), English/Language Arts and
Mathematics (Good, Grouws, & Mason, 1990) often utilize small group learning formats
for instruction and mastery of content and skills.
Sharan, Ackerman, and Hertz-Lazarowitz (1979) discovered that cooperative
learning in small groups promotes the process of learning more intellectually complex
skills than the whole group model. With improvisation considered by some as a “complex
skill,” elementary general music educators may be interested in determining the
significance of small group instruction based on the mastery of improvisational skills.
Peterson, Janicki, and Swing (1981) found that students in small groups achieved equally
as well as students in whole group instruction. In contrast, Nam (2010) found that music
instructors have difficulties teaching improvisation and students struggle to master
improvisation skills in a whole group setting. These findings may indicate a need for
further investigation into how varied instructional methods (i.e., small group or whole
group) influence understanding and mastery of improvisation skills.
A majority of published articles and books explore the origin, definition, and
development of improvisation. Research exists that investigated the methods of
instruction for jazz (Jones, 2014; Shih, 2012), piano (Meulink, 2011; Nam, 2010), and
vocal ensemble improvisation. Though a great deal of research has been conducted on
improvisation, research is scant on how instructional strategies impact improvisation
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performance achievement in second-grade general music students. Specifically, little is
known concerning the impact of whole group and small group instruction on the musical
performance, much less improvisation performance achievement.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to measure the effects of instructional strategies
(whole group and small group) and music aptitude (high/low) on the rhythmic
improvisation of second-grade general music students.
The specific research questions were:
(1) Does whole group or small group instruction effect the rhythmic improvisation
performance of second-grade elementary general music students?
(2) Does music aptitude as measured by the Intermediate Measures of Music
Audiation (IMMA) effect the rhythmic improvisation performance of secondgrade elementary general music students?
Definitions
To better inform the reader, the defining of operational terms used in this study is
essential. To better inform the reader, the defining of operational terms used in this study
is essential. For the purpose of this study, improvisation will be defined as the creation of
“rhythmic answers” (as in conversation) by students in response to teacher or other
student prompted “rhythmic questions” as performed on a tubano drum (Nye, Nye,
Martin, & Van Rysselberghe, 1992, p. 228). Students will improvise using teacher
determined guidelines.

6

In this study, the terms whole group and small group will be used for the
classification of instructional methods or format. Whole group instruction in the general
music education class will be defined as instruction provided in a large group setting
where improvisation lessons will be taught to the entire class at one time. Small group
instruction in the general music education class will be defined as instruction provided to
four to seven students at a time forming small groups receiving music lessons in
improvisation.
Improvisation skill development was compiled into four music lessons. For the
purpose of this study, the four music lessons will be defined as the improvisation
instruction given to second-grade music students as described in the improvisation unit
outline (see Appendix H).
Second-grade music students’ rhythmic improvisation performance achievement was
measured in this study using a rhythmic improvisation performance assessment (RIPA).
For the purposes of this study, rubric will be defined as the evaluation criteria to measure
mastery of rhythmic improvisation performance.
The RIPA contains three subareas for measuring improvisation performance: (1)
steady beat and tempo; (2) rhythmic accuracy; and (3) rhythmic complexity. For the
purposes of this study, steady beat and tempo will be defined as the student’s ability to
maintain a steady and even pulse without altering the speed of the beat. Rhythmic
accuracy, for the purposes of this study, will be defined as the student adhering to the
guidelines of the teacher to create an eight-beat rhythm pattern using the specified note
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values (quarter notes, quarter rests, eighth notes, eighth rests, and sixteenth notes) while
improvising. Rhythmic complexity will be defined as the student’s effective usage of
note values and rests while improvising. For the purposes of this study, originality will be
defined as the lack of imitation in the students’ improvisation. While each improvisation
should contain a portion of the teacher prompt, it should not be a direct imitation.
Limitations
The results and conclusions of this study should not be generalized beyond the
sample of second-grade students used in this study. Though the students from which the
sample was selected represent second-grade general music students in a charter school
located in an urban school district, they may not be representative of second-grade
general music students throughout the United States. The demographic description of the
participants in this study is predominantly African American, urban children from low
socioeconomic backgrounds. A strong component of the African American culture is
participation in religious settings where musical improvisations often occur. This
exposure may contribute to participants’ prior knowledge and experiences in
improvisation.
Another limitation to this study is that the second-grade students in this study
receive music instruction from the researcher. Many of the students have received music
instruction from the researcher in both kindergarten and first grades. In addition, the
participants in this study volunteered and may not be the same as second-grade students
who do not volunteer to participate in improvisation studies. The second-grade students
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in this study receive music instruction from the researcher. The researcher has been the
primary general music instructor for the selected second-grade students in this study for
approximately three years. As a result, the second-grade students’ improvisation skills
may differ from those of other second-grade students.
An additional limitation of this study concerns the validity in scoring student
improvisation performances. Each improvisation was measured using an improvisation
performance rubric to determine mastery and proficiency. This instrument was created by
the researcher and has not been used prior to this study. As a result, accurate assessment
of students’ improvisation performance could be subjective and lack validity. The
researcher, in an attempt to prevent this problem, consulted three experts in the field to
form a content validity panel. This panel of music education experts offered feedback,
revisions, and modification to validate the evaluation instrument. In addition, the
researcher conducted a field test. It should be noted that participants’ improvisations were
recorded only once and three judges assessed each improvisation performance to
determine inter-judge reliability.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
This review of literature contains topics related to instruction of improvisation in
elementary general music. It is organized into four sections: (1) historical context, (2)
definitions of improvisation, (3) pedagogy and methods of improvisation documented
from both historical and recent perspectives, and (4) related literature on improvisation
instructional strategies in elementary general music.
Historical Context
Lowell Mason, known in literature as the father of music education, was
influential in the inclusion of music instruction in Boston, Massachusetts’s elementary
schools, in 1836. At that time, music instruction primarily emphasized reading music and
singing well. As music education progressed, appreciation and comprehension of musical
concepts became instructional goals (Nye et al., 1992). In recent years, elementary music
curriculum and instruction has continued to evolve. These modifications are evident in
the development of new curricula and revised standards by which student musical
proficiency is taught and measured. Because of this, elementary music educators have
expanded music instruction to include teaching songs by rote, speech pieces, and teaching
musical independence through composition and improvisation (Beegle, 2010). Much of
what has been written in research literature regarding improvisation has dealt with the
historical origins of improvisation and the exploration of standard musical forms and
genres.
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Historically, African American-influenced musical forms (i.e., work songs and
spirituals) were passed along through aural tradition. These songs were not initially
notated, but performed spontaneously and often included improvised solos and responses.
As generations of families continued to sing, these improvised melodies developed into a
group of standard forms, later named “spirituals.” Choirs and vocal ensembles perform
arrangements of these works today. While improvisation dates back to music passed
along through aural traditions, composers such as Johann Sebastian Bach, George
Frederic Handel, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and Ludwig van Beethoven conceived and
developed improvised musical creations, which are currently standard repertoire
performed and studied today at all levels of music education. These works were the direct
results of spontaneous musical moments and have become standard musical forms.
Big bands of the mid-1930s incorporated improvisation in performance often by
featuring a soloist. Big band soloists showcase their musical skills by creating an
improvised solo in a section of a piece. Although these improvised solos may have been
prepared, they allowed the musician to embellish and spontaneously create using
improvisation skills. Improvised solos are not merely for instrumentalists; jazz vocalists
often create improvised melodies in the performance.
Classical vocalists display their improvisation skills in cadenzas in arias or
endings of concertos with embellishments and ornamentation through free flowing
rhythmic style. In the Baroque era, vocalists and instrumentalists freely improvised
embellishments and incorporated ornamentation in performance. These embellishments
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have been later added to music compositions (Lee, 1976). Similarly, gospel musicians
display agility and skill while improvising throughout various moments in their
performance.
As Wynton Marsalis has put it, “Improvisation is not a matter of just making
[something] up, however jazz, in comparison to language, has elements to create a
‘collective conversation’” (Marsalis, 1995). Marsalis compared improvisation to
conversation, where one conceptualizes what is being said or played while
simultaneously creating a response.
Defining Improvisation
Many researchers, musicians, and music educators (Azzara, 1993; Beegle, 2010;
Brophy, 2001; Choksy, 1981; Kalmar & Balasko, 1987; Solomon, 1986; Young, 1993)
have developed various definitions of the term improvisation. Azzara (1992) defined
improvisation as an “individual’s ability to internalize a music vocabulary and express
intended musical ideas spontaneously” (p. 6). Beegle (2010) defined improvisation as
“the act of performing and creating music at once.” In her study on planned
improvisation with fifth-grade children, Beegle investigated improvisation as a method of
innovative problem-solving in response to teacher, peer, or self-created musical tasks.
Kartomi (1991) defined improvisation with children as “an extemporaneous,
unpremeditated, created on the spur of the moment performance.” According to Solomon
(1986), improvisation was “opportunity for making musical decisions” (p. 226).
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In their study of preschool children’s melodic improvisation, Kalmar and Balasko
(2000) determined that “knowledge is needed to provide the building material for the
combinative-constructive process of improvisation” (p.78). Houlahan and Tacka agreed
with Balasko’s thoughts as they referred to the elements of music as building blocks.
Houlahan and Tacka (2008) also expressed basic understanding of the building blocks of
music, allowing students opportunities to “manipulate musical elements to improvise
melodies and rhythms” (p. 25). Based on these definitions, the act combining basic
understanding of musical elements and use of musical skills (i.e., listening and
responding) simultaneously may offer a description of the cognitive process associated
with improvisation.
Children naturally create spontaneously through songs at play (Berger & Cooper,
2003; Copple & Bredekamp, 2008; Brophy, 2005; Custodero, 2006; Kartomi, 1991;
Neelly, 2001; Reynolds, 2006; Schroeder, 2002; Whitman, 1963). Whitman (1963)
explained that children have been making music during play for a very long time. This
music making at play manifests through chants created during hide and seek, skipping
rope, and singing games. Kartomi (1991) noted that during play a child may hum, or sing
a melodic fragment either created on the spot or a melodic idea acquired aurally.
Kartomi, in her study of improvisation by children at play, found that an idea contained
in an improvised melody may be overheard by another child or by several children
playing nearby. As a result, the “spontaneous utterances of the children as they were
drawing in the sand or on paper” becomes a play song (p. 57).
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Neelly (2001) discovered that children naturally engage in musical play to express
and make meaning of their experiences. This play occurs in both formal and informal
musical settings. Neelly stated that the origins of musical play begin at home with
babbling and cooing, spontaneous singing, improvising, making up songs, and
reconstructing songs to form musical conversations. In a formal setting, the musical
conversations may occur naturally throughout the daily routines as preschool-aged
children transition from one station or center to another. Neelly supported the belief that
musical conversations include processes that are similar to language acquisition. Rather
than words, musical sounds and patterns contribute to the musical vocabulary
development in children. Musical conversations developed during play allow children to
become aware of musical sounds and patterns. This process allows them to explore,
inquire, and make choices about musical sound.
Similar to language learning (Kang, 2008), through improvisation students gain
musical vocabulary (as in conversation) which they manipulate to form original musical
thoughts. Immediate thinking, responding, and creating music simultaneously in
performance appear to be commonalities found in researchers’ depictions of
improvisation. “Much as in the case of language, exposure to music at an early age
provides a tremendous advantage in learning particular styles of improvisation” (Moore,
1992, p. 64). Young (1993) described improvisation as the result of “extra-musical
factors utilized in aural perception of rhythms…” (p. 395). Normally, in language
development, young children acquire vocabulary aurally in order to participate in
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conversation. This process is similar to the aural/oral process of learning improvisation.
Gordon (2003) suggested that discrimination learning judgments are made based on
knowledge of musical elements while creating and improvising (p. 34). Gordon (2003)
believed that “a teacher cannot teach a child creativity and improvisation” (p. 118).
However, by (teacher led) experiences with rhythmic and tonal patterns, Gordon suggests
students gain the readiness to display creativity through improvisation.
Houlahan and Tacka (2008) suggested that there are two categories of
improvisation learning activities in the elementary music class: (1) Students improvise a
rhythm without thinking, or (2) Students consciously make decisions to use specific
rhythmic elements to create improvised rhythms or melodies. Moore (1992) identified
concert improvisation as a form of the conscious decision-making involved in
improvising performed by a pianist. In concert improvisation, pianists may use patterns
from previous musical ideas or phrases to create an improvisatory experience. In the
elementary classroom, much of the improvisation may be derived from known melodies
and rhythmic patterns, allowing students to make decisions through improvisation by
combining these patterns in variations. Free improvisation allowed students an
experiential approach to improvisation. This method afforded students the freedom of
unconscious musical exploration with the pursuit of experimental process
(Kanellopoulos, 2011).
Young (1971) and Houlahan and Tacka (2008) supported the combination of
listening and thinking as components of improvisation learning with children. Azzara
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(1993) suggested improvisation is “a manifestation of thought…internalized into musical
vocabulary expressed in musical ideas spontaneously” (p. 331). This would suggest
improvisation may not be a thoughtless process, but instead one that engages both
cognitive and generative processes.
Researchers and music educators examining improvisation have found
spontaneity and innovation to be common terms used to describe the creative process of
improvisation (Solomon, 1986). Defined as the art of composing extemporaneously,
Houlahan and Tacka (2008) supported the existence of spontaneity in the process of
improvising. Borgo (2002) termed improvisation as a process of “in-the-moment
creativity” (p. 176). Bent (1983) described improvisation as spontaneous music-making
(p. 374). In contrast, Brophy (2001) distinguished improvisation from composition as the
spontaneous creation of music without the intention of making revisions to the musical
creation. Beegle (2010) proposed that improvisation is the act of performing and creating
music simultaneously.
While improvisation may include decision-making and spontaneous musical
creativity, Thomas (1980) purported, “the stage for improvisation must be carefully
designed by the teacher, who designs the creative musical tasks involving group and
individual experimentation…” (p. 58). Kalmar and Balasko (1987) determined that
improvising could function as a structured, music learning activity, requiring compliance
to specified rules. Kalmar and Balasko found that children’s improvisations often
conformed to the prescribed teacher guidelines while still allowing for expression of
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original musical thought. According to Moore (1992), improvisation combined
performance and event-based music-making, deriving structure from music norms
modeled by the teacher. Borgo (2002) and Moore identified that improvisation involved
students creating musical ideas within teacher-specified guidelines. While many
researchers and music educators support insertion of teacher prescribed guidelines for
improvisation activities with younger children, the Dalcroze approach considered teacher
prescribed guidelines as “preconceptions” that may function to hinder creativity while
improvising (Abramson, 1980).
Each definition mentioned highlight a distinct component of improvisation or the
process of improvising. Four commonalities exist among the definition of improvisation:
(1) opportunity for musical decision making (Beegle, 2010; Gordon, 2003), (2) creation
resulting from spontaneity (Bent, 1983; Moore, 1992; Solomon, 1986), (3) guided
creation through teacher prescribed guidelines (Borgo, 2002; Kalmar & Balasko, 1987),
and (4) individual creative expression (Gordon, 2003; Kanellopoulos, 2011).
Pedagogy and Methods of Improvisation
In his historical review of the origin and significance of improvisation, Moore
(1992) found that improvisation was at one time an integral component of non-Western
music. He observed that during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
improvisation gradually disappeared from Western art music. Azzara (1993) believed that
“music and improvisation have been inextricably linked throughout history” (p.328). In
his study of audiation-based improvisation techniques, Azzara examined an instrumental
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improvisation curriculum. Despite Moore’s observation, musicians and music educators
have continued to examine the use of improvisation instruction in both past and current
music education research and curriculum (Abril & Gault, 2005; Azzara, 2002; Baldi &
Tafuri, 2000; Beegle, 2010; Brophy, 2001; Ciorba, 2009; Draves, Cruse, Mills, & Sweet,
2008; Filsinger, 2013; Guilbault, 2009; Jones, 2014; Kalmar & Balasko, 1987; Madura,
1996; Orman, 2002).
Instructional strategies are techniques teachers utilize to disseminate music
content, skills, and vocabulary (Abril & Gault, 2015). Specific teaching techniques have
been shown to aid in the development and comprehension of musical skill and concepts.
Abril and Gault (2005), in their research on instructional strategies, explained the usage
of various methods on teaching singing as well as instruction for instrumentalists with
improvisation. Their findings support the notion that elementary general music
experiences provide the foundational learning necessary for building improvisation skills.
While most music educators’ instructional strategies vary, elementary general
music curricula often incorporate experiences with singing, playing instruments,
movement, listening, composing, and improvising to help students create and make
meaning of music (Kim & Robinson, 2010). Filsinger (2013) investigated the
significance of instruction in improvisation as a component of the general music
curriculum. He found that some music educators lacked confidence in improvising
themselves, and therefore often omitted this instructional technique. His findings led to
the development of an improvisation professional development to build confidence in
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instruction of improvisation with music educators, and eventually increasing the
opportunities for students to have to create by improvisation experiences in music
classes.
Baldi and Tafuri (2000) suggested children innately form their own creative
process of improvisation based on the guidelines given by the teacher. Their investigation
revealed many students devised a formal musical structure through improvised rhythmic
patterns. Baldi and Tafuri (2002) also found that both prior knowledge and instructional
strategies affect students’ initial improvisation experiences. Gordon (2007) and Baldi and
Tafuri (2000) all believed that early improvisation skills are developed through the use of
rhythmic patterns.
For Azzara (1992), improvisation instruction included techniques where students
gained a vocabulary of both tonal and rhythm patterns. Both Gordon’s belief and
Azzara’s improvisation instructional methods build upon students’ prior knowledge and
musical vocabulary for improvisation with the introduction of a series of tonal and
rhythmic patterns. While much of research emphasize the various methods of
improvisation related to genre and styles, this may raise the question of the relevance of
improvisation as an instructional strategy in the elementary general music classroom
curriculum.
Instructional Strategies in Elementary Music Classroom
While the study of improvisation spans from early musical forms to present
performance styles and genre, it is not surprising that several researchers have examined
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instructional implications on improvisation in music education (Abril & Gault, 2005,
2015; Auh & Walker, 2003; Azzara, 1993, 2002; Baldi & Tafuri, 2000; Beegle, 2010;
Brophy, 2001; Gordon, 2003; Johnson, 2011; Moore, 1992; Orman, 2002).
Numerous pedagogical approaches are utilized in curriculum and instruction of
elementary general music. The Kodály Approach, Orff Schulwerk Approach, and
Dalcroze Eurhythmics emphasize opportunities for improvisation with elementary-aged
children.
Choksy (1981) explained improvisation through the Kodály pedagogical lens as
an immediate oral response in a structured musical situation.
In the book, The Kodály Context: Creating and Environment for Musical
Learning, Choksy (1981) argued:
A man who can read words or take someone else’s words and write them down,
but cannot himself put words together in a way that makes sense, would not be
considered literate. Similarly, a musician who can read or take music dictation,
but who cannot use musical vocabulary to put together his own musical thoughts,
must be considered something less than musically literate. The educated musician
must be performer, listener, and [improviser] composer. He probably will not
excel in all three areas; few musicians do. But he must be able to operate
adequately in each, for they are interdependent. (p. 75)
Indicating that the Kodály approach supports improvisation an essential element in the
development of music skills in children (Houlahan & Tacka, 2008).
Although the Orff approach (Nash, 1964) does not adhere to a prescribed
sequential music curriculum, instruction in the method often includes singing, performing
on instruments, and improvisation activities where children build their musical
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understandings through exploration and experimentation. Abeles, Hoffer, and Klotman
(1995) supported the success of this approach to improvisation is attributed to the “high
degree of structure” in the early stages of building improvisation skills through specifying
guidelines and gradually increasing students’ creative freedom. The Orff Schulwerk
teaching approach, as designed by Carl Orff and Gunild Keetman, enlists elements of
improvisation through teacher-prescribed guidelines. These improvisation guidelines
allow students to create improvised answers to teacher-led questions in the elementary
general music classroom (Lindeman & Hackett, 2010).
Emile Jaques-Dalcroze defined the process of improvising as “the direct
relationship between cerebral commands and muscular interpretations in order to express
one’s own musical feelings” (as cited in Abramson, 1980). The Dalcroze approach
suggests improvisation gives children a chance to discover music for themselves and
lessens opportunity for imitation. Unlike the Kodály and Orff approaches, the Dalcroze
approach also explores improvisation primarily through physical movement. Through the
Dalcroze approach, students derive physical improvisation in response to teacher musical
improvisation, creating “unity of musical thought and feeling” (Abramson, 1980, p.63).
Choksy (1981) suggested that improvisation, in its most basic level of
competency, can be taught using the Kodály method with the teacher clapping a rhythmic
pattern and the student clapping it back, changing it in some way (i.e. extending the
number of measures or using different note values, tempo, or dynamic contrast). Other
music educators suggest the following methods of teaching improvisation: improvising
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on a drone; improvising an alternate ending to a familiar song, or improvised questionand-answer (Nye et al., 1992).
Beegle (2010) ascertained that as music teachers include instruction in
improvisation in general music curriculum and instruction, a need exists to determine the
effective improvisation methods and instructional strategies. Beegle suggested that while
many elementary music educators strive to include improvisation in their music
curriculum, a need exists for teachers to understand the methods by which students
comprehend improvisation and the development of an effective method to facilitate
improvisation.
Whole Group and Small Group Instructional Strategies for Improvisation
Instructional strategies are methods used to facilitate, engage (Lou, Abrami, &
Spence, 2000), enable (Strand, 2005), and enhance (Lam & Law, 2007) learning of any
given course content area (Reigeluth, 2013; Stecher et al., 2006). The term strategy
depicts the process by which a teacher intentionally selects a method or methods of
instruction that best meet the needs of the students in each class (Lam & Lam, 2007).
With varying learning styles and abilities, it is no surprise that teachers incorporate
various instructional practices within each subject (Hiller, 2011). These instructional
practices may include: structured teacher-directed/large group activities (Christle &
Schuster, 2003; Norris, 2004; Peterson & Miller, 2004; Smialek & Boburka, 2006)),
centers/small group activities (Beegle, 2010; Bonfiglio, Daly, Persampieri, & Andersen,
2006; Estrada, 2005; Folio & Kreinberg, 2010; Hash, 2004; Hauge, 1980; Lane et al.,
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2003; Lou et al., 2000; Stright & Supple, 2002; Strand, 2005) or seatwork/studentcentered instruction (Bauer & García, 2002).
Math, reading, and language arts teachers utilize both whole group and small
group instructional practices in their classes (Billington, 1994; Bonfiglio et al., 2006
Gerleman, 1987; Gromko, 2005). Pullout literacy and mathematic groups exist
throughout the school day to meet the varying learning challenges of students. While the
various types of instructional practice are not limited to academic levels, elementary,
secondary, and higher education instructors choose from the gamut of instructional
practices to facilitate learning.
Lecture and teacher-directed instruction has been termed as a traditional
instructional practice (Peterson & Miller, 2004). Although recent research has shown the
benefit of cooperative and small group instruction, whole group instruction is widely
used. This whole group instructional practice often functions as both an introduction and
primary method of introducing new concepts and new material during instruction.
Brooks and Thurston (2010) sought to determine which instructional method
middle school English Language Learners (ELL) would most likely engage in learning.
They looked at the following configurations: whole class, small group, and one-to-one.
They found that ELL students were most likely to engage in small group and one-to-one
learning situations and least likely to engage in academic settings involving whole group
and individual instruction.
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Interested in instructional methods that improve math results in children, Christle
and Schuster (2003) used various response measures during whole group instruction. To
increase student participation from only the high performing students asking and
answering questions, Christle and Schuster varied response options. Their aim was to
increase engagement during whole group instruction by enlisting choral response, timed
trials, and response cards. The findings of this study revealed a significant increase in the
rate of student responses to teacher questions when response cards were an option for
responding in their study. These results validate the use of whole group instruction but
raise the question of whether whole group instruction effective as the sole instructional
practice.
Pianta, la Paro, Payne, Cox, and Bradley (2002) in their investigation of the
kindergarten classroom environment, found that whole group instruction was
demonstrated 44% of the class time. In contrast, small group instruction consumed 18%
of instruction while the remaining 38% of class time was spent in free time, transitions,
and individual seatwork. In a study conducted by the National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development Early Child Care Research Network (2005), researchers sought
to determine the classroom quality and teacher-student interactions through in class
observations. They observed that 52.7% of instructional time was spent in a whole group
setting, 38.6% was spent completing seatwork, and the other 8.7% was devoted to small
group and other activities. These findings suggest that both kindergarten and third grade
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teachers see merit in varying methods of instruction versus a one-size-fits-all
instructional approach.
Stright and Supplee (2002) identified three instructional practices present in third
grade classes: 1) teacher-directed, 2) seat work, and small groups. In their research, they
explored student self-regulation and student engaging in learning as measured by
attention to instruction, seeking help, and monitoring. Stright and Supplee found that
during small group work time, students were more likely to engage and self-regulate than
in whole group/teacher-directed instruction.
Certain elementary literacy programs (i.e., guided reading) and math curriculum
(i.e. cognitively guided instruction math) were designed for small group instruction
where students are grouped by age and level of ability (Estrada, 2005; Glasswell & Ford,
2010; McCrudy, Daly, Gortmaker, Bonfiglio, & Persampieri, 2007). In the qualitative
research of Bauer and García (2002) concerning teacher change, researchers collected
ethnographic data reflecting the experiences of a teacher who changed from teaching
reading in a whole group format to a student-centered small group reading instruction
model. This research documents the shift in the beliefs and actions resulting in this
teacher seeing greater student equity in literacy skill building and an improvement in the
quality of literacy instruction to students.
In their experimental analysis of the effects of reading intervention in small group
on the reading fluency instruction with fourth grade students, Bonfiglio et al. (2006)
found that most students doubled their reading fluency rates by the end of the study.
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Denton, Solari, Ciancio, Hecht, and Swank (2010) in their intensive summer reading
program research, utilized a combination of whole group and small group reading
instruction; they found that students in small groups made significant reading gains most
notably in oral listening skills.
Both Wills, Kamps, Abbot, Bannister and Kaufman (2010) and Reis, McCoach,
Little, Muller, and Kaniskan (2011), researched the effects of small group instruction
with reading. Reis et al., in their research of differentiated instructional practice with
fifth-grade reading intervention small groups, found that instruction was more effective in
small groups than whole groups in enhancing oral fluency in reading. Reis et al. also
found that students in the small groups were more engaged in the learning and received
more reading instruction in the small group setting. McCurdy et al., (2007) took a
different approach to using the small group instruction strategy with four second-grade
elementary reading students. McCurdy et al. used small group reading intervention prior
to whole group class instruction with the selected reading passages. They found that
students that received reading intervention in the small group showed an increase in the
reading fluency in this instructional condition. Based on their findings, small group
instruction may help improve student achievement in certain situations.
In addition to the maximizing of learning time, increased engagement and boost
in academic achievement in both reading and language arts, researchers have found that
small group instruction may be a useful approach used with students that are in highpoverty urban schools (Denton et al., 2010; Hamilton et al., 2003; Lane, Wehby,
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Menzies, Doukas, Munton, & Gregg, 2003). Taylor, Peterson, Pearson, and Rodriguez
(2002) in their study of effective classroom practices, observed eight high poverty
schools where 70-95% of students were eligible for free or reduced lunch. Their
investigation into the classroom practices revealed that while more whole group
instruction was observed than small group instruction, data revealed the most growth in
student reading through small group instruction.
Specifically in music education, whole group and small group instructional
practices vary (Hillier, 2011). While a variety of strategies exist, researchers have found
that music educators utilize small group, whole group, and individual instructional
practices. Hash (2004) investigated the pullout lessons for instrumentalists. While many
challenges to extracting students from their classes existed, Hash found that 63.5% of
bands and 74.3% of orchestras have pullout lessons. Of those bands and orchestras,
68.6% of band and 76.7% of orchestra pullouts occurred during core subjects. Findings
revealed no significant difference in academic achievement of students who participated
in the pullout ensembles versus those who did not.
Improvisation and Music Aptitude
Young (1971) investigated both academic and intelligence scores of ninety-one
students enrolled in the instrumental program. Small group instruction was provided to
groups of two to five students for seven months. Afterwards, students were assessed
improvising a familiar melody without music. The data revealed that improvisation
ability was not related to achievement in music literacy; however, results show that music
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reading requires reliance on abilities related to academic achievement and, in contrast,
improvisation skills refer to students’ musical aptitude.
Cooperative learning was defined as small groups of students working together to
maximize the learning of all group members. Strand (2005) developed a composition
curriculum that incorporated a small group cooperative learning component. In this
quality research several themes surfaced as a result of the small group instruction. Strand
found that when students were allowed to compose in a collaborative way in the general
music classes, student compositions and completion of composition tasks increased.
When given the opportunity to work in a small group, students were more likely to share
in peer teaching and developed a “sense of community” while creating together.
Meulink (2011) created a cooperative learning teaching guide to teach
improvisation in group piano lessons. Both Strand and Meulink show validity in the use
of cooperative and small group instruction in both reading as well as music instruction. In
the experimental research conducted by Smialek and Boburka (2006), researchers
investigated the effects of cooperative listening exercises in developing listening skills in
college music-appreciation students.
Similar to the reading fluency, the research of Bonfiglio et al. (2006), found that
the consistent use of a small group instructional method proved to be more effective in
developing the critical listening skills of the non-music majors. In contrast, while
researching the difference in music listening responses of kindergarten children, Sims and

28

Nolker (2002) found no relationship to children’s responses in the individual listening
activity as related to the small group listening.
Norris (2004) conducted an overview of sight-singing assessments with largegroup choral ensembles. Choirs, bands, and orchestras offer a multitude of opportunities
for whole group instruction as the conductor is essentially leading rehearsals from the
podium to prepare ensembles to perform. Such rehearsals may include small group
instruction by way of sectionals, where each section works cooperatively to navigate
difficult sections of a piece and unify pitch and tone, highlighting the occurrence and
frequency of both whole group and small group instruction being utilized in the music
classroom. Kuehne (2007) also interested in sight-singing instructional practices, found
that a scarce amount of instructional time was spent on sight-singing taught primarily in a
whole group instructional format.
Willing (2011) explored the relationship between tonal pattern creativity and
musical aptitude in kindergarten students. Beegle (2010) explored the creative process
and social interaction of fifth grade students in small group planned improvisation. In this
study, students worked in small groups to create a one-minute improvised piece of music
related to each individual prompt. Beegle found that small groups yielded opportunity for
social interaction and role development. As a result, she maintained that the ability to
skillfully improvise in a small group may be an indicator of the creative musical
achievement and musical independence of a child.
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Summary
Historically, improvisation has been a component of many musical forms and
genres. Despite the existence of improvisation in African American styles, jazz, big
bands, etc., improvisation was not initially a component of general music education
curriculum. As the national music standards have shifted to reflect a more comprehensive
general music education curriculum, improvisation have become an essential to music
instruction.
Recent research reveals that improvisation develops both melodic and rhythmic
improvisation skills. These skills are developed through movement and performing on
instruments was viewed as an important component of the general music education
curriculum. While many definitions of improvisation currently exist, research indicates
that improvisation with children is a natural occurrence and is often present in children’s
play. Although improvisation happens in play with children, research suggests that
improvisation instruction is often omitted in the general classroom because of the general
music educator lacking the level of confidence of instructional methods and practices
associated with teaching improvisation.
Whole group and small group instructional practices have been found to be
effective in providing opportunities for students to develop their improvisation
performance and skills. While each instructional approach yields varying results of
student achievement, each method may be a valid approach to introducing and guided
practice with rhythmic improvisation.
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Chapter 3
Research Method
In this chapter, the methodology used for this study is discussed. The purpose of
this study is to measure the effects of instructional strategies (whole group and small
group) and music aptitude (high/low) on the rhythmic improvisation performance of
second-grade general music students. The research questions were:
(1) Does whole group or small group instruction effect the rhythmic improvisation
performance of second-grade elementary general music students?
(2) Does music aptitude as measured by the Intermediate Measures of Music
Audiation (IMMA) effect the rhythmic improvisation performance of secondgrade elementary general music students?
Sample and Participant Selection
For the purposes of this study, participants (n = 93) consisted of volunteer secondgrade general music students from a local charter elementary school. There was a total of
four second-grade general music classes participating in this study. Students were
selected based on convenience, as the researcher is the current music teacher at the
selected charter elementary school. Participants in this study were all classified as low
socioeconomic status and receive free breakfast and lunch services daily. Participants in
this study were predominantly African American (n = 93) children who attend an urban
charter elementary school located in the downtown area of a large urban city in the MidSouthern region of the United States. The mean age of the 51 males in this study was
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8.19 years (SD = 0.44) and the mean age of the 42 females in this study was 8.18 years
(SD = 0.57). The mean age for the total sample n = 93 was 8.18 years of age (SD = 0.50;
range = 6 – 9 years of age).
The selected urban charter school consisted of three grade levels: kindergarten,
first-grade, and second-grade general music students. I determined that the second-grade
general music students acquired the basic music skills in grades one and two to make
participation in this study age-appropriate.
After I identified the specific grade level for the sample, the school leader was
contacted and informed of the details of this study in order to obtain permission to
conduct the study. Prior to receiving permission from the school leader, the charter
school regional Chief Academic Officer (CAO) was informed of the details of the study
and a request for approval to conduct the study was made. After receiving approval from
the charter school regional CAO, the school leader approved the study and provided
written consent to conduct the study (see Appendix C).
Per the requirements of the University of Memphis, I submitted a protocol for this
study to the University’s Instructional Review Board (IRB). This protocol included an
information letter for the participants (see Appendix B), and documentation of my
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI program) number (see Appendix A).
This research protocol was reviewed and approved by the IRB on April 10, 2015.
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Procedure
The research procedures for this study were conducted in a local urban charter
school. This study included a baseline assessment audiation test, pre-test, four music
lessons (treatment) and a posttest. Procedures for this study were conducted in the music
classroom at the urban charter school during the scheduled second-grade general music
class times. Second-grade general music classes met twice a week on Mondays and
Wednesdays. Each second-grade general music class lasted for 40 mins. The treatment
and comparison groups received four music classes with improvisation lessons lasting for
10 to 12 mins. each.
I informed prospective participants of the purpose of the study and the method of
data collection. Students were also given an example of an eight-beat rhythmic
improvisation question performed on the Remo 50 Series TU-0512-09 Pre-tuned tubano
that would be used in the study. I modeled an eight-beat rhythmic improvisation answer
for the prospective participants. This procedure was repeated for each group of secondgrade general music prospective participants. After students had been informed of the
study and an example of the eight-beat rhythmic improvisation had been played,
interested students were given a letter of consent/assent. Letters of consent were sent
home with each subject inside of their homework folder in order to attain permission
from their parent or legal guardian. I informed students of the deadline for returning the
signed forms. I strongly encouraged potential participants to return signed forms the
following school day. Forms were collected and accepted until the improvisation pre-test
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was administered. A folder for filing completed consent/assent forms was kept in the
locked file cabinet located in the music classroom. The consent/assent forms used in this
study can be found in Appendices D and E. Students who did not return consent forms
were given an additional form. If the additional consent form was not received, those
students were not allowed to be participants in the study, but they did participate in the
music class as normal.
Students were informed about the assessment procedures for the Intermediate
Measures of Music Audiation (IMMA), after I collected consent and assent forms. This
audiation test was included in the method to measure the music aptitude of students
participating in the study. Although the IMMA assesses both melodic and rhythmic
audiation, for the purpose of this study, only the rhythmic portion was administered to
participants. The IMMA was administered in the music classroom during the scheduled
second-grade music class. Participants were seated in the music classroom and given an
answer sheet to record their responses. After I administered the IMMA, I communicated
the procedures for the rhythmic improvisation question and answer assessment. A
description of the method of recording the improvised responses was also provided to the
participants.
The participants were individually called to the secure area in the music
classroom to record the rhythmic improvisation. Rhythmic improvisations were recorded
during the scheduled music class time. Each participant was assigned a number as an
identifier that would be announced on the recording prior to each improvised answer.
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This number was assigned as a measure of maintaining the privacy of each student
participating in the study. Participants were instructed to sit in the chair located behind
the tubano. Time was permitted to assure comfort in the chair and proper height before
playing their improvisation on the tubano.
Participants were audio recorded performing a rhythmic improvisation on the
tubano drum. I performed an eight-beat rhythmic question on the hand drum chosen
from pre-selected eight-beat rhythmic prompts (referred to in general music as the
“question,”; see Appendix F). Each participant responded by improvising an eight-beat
rhythmic “answer” on the tubano drum. Each improvised eight-beat rhythmic answer was
recorded using the Voice memo recording application on my iPhone 5s. The iPhone 5s
was positioned on a music stand directly in front of the student. There was an
approximate distance of six inches between the student and the iPhone 5s microphone. I
made every attempt to arrange the recording equipment and drum in the same manner
during each class in addition to securing as much privacy for the participants as possible.
Session length varied due to some students’ abilities to respond immediately following
the teacher prompt. Improvisation sessions with each student were between 8 to 12
seconds.
Upon completion of recording all participants’ eight-beat improvised answers,
treatment and control groups were assigned. Two intact classes were randomly assigned
as treatment groups and two classes were randomly assigned as the control groups. All
second-grade students received music lessons and activities focused on building skills in
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rhythmic improvisation. The treatment group of second-grade general music students
received improvisation general music lessons using the small group instructional strategy.
The control group of second-grade general music students participated in a series of
whole group instructional activities focused on improvisation. After four music lessons
on improvisation, participants were evaluated again and individually recorded performing
eight-beat rhythmic improvisation answers on the tubano. The treatment group
participated in music lessons on improvisation taught in small groups. Participants in the
small group treatment rotated between four music independent learning stations with one
teacher-led guided station. In the small group learning stations, participants engaged in
rhythm reading, writing music notation, reading books about musicians, and listening to
various styles of music. The four improvisation music lessons in the teacher-led guided
station included creating rhythmic patterns through imitation, echo-clapping rhythms, and
the creation of rhythmic responses using body percussion. Lessons also included listening
to examples of improvised melodies and rhythms, and singing songs in call-and-response
form. The control group participants received four improvisation lessons in a whole
group instructional format (detailed lesson plans for both control and treatment groups
can be found in Appendix I).
Numerous researchers interested in the improvisation skills of elementary music
students assess improvised performances with rubrics (Azzara, 1993; Brophy, 2005;
Ciorba, 2009; Guilbaut, 2004, 2009; Madura, 1996; Smith, 2009; Ward-Steinman, 2008).
Rubrics are “a type of matrix that provide scaled levels of achievement…for a set of
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criteria of quality for a given performance” (Allen & Tanner, 2006, p. 197). The use of
rubrics as an assessment tool has become a common trend in both K-12 and higher
education learning institutions (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007; Moskal, 2000; Rezaei &
Lovorn, 2010). Rubrics are often structured with two components – performance criteria
and levels of achievement. I created the improvisation performance rubric to assess the
participants in this study. I found that an improvisation scoring rubric was a suitable
measurement instrument for the following reasons: (a) a rubric explicitly identifies the
improvisation performance criterion and performance outcomes for the learner (Allen &
Tanner, 2006; Andrade, 2000; Bacha, 2001), (b) a rubric provides a distinction between
the levels of quality in improvisation performance (Moskal, 2000; Panadero & Jonsson,
2013), and (c) a rubric increases ease and consistency of scoring (Jonsson & Svingby,
2007).
Allen and Tanner (2007) identified two classifications of rubrics – holistic and
analytical. Holistic rubrics often generalize performance outcomes in a broader, less
specific manner (Knoch, 2011). In contrast, analytical rubrics specify competencies and
varying degrees of performance outcomes. Jonsson and Svingby (2007) supported the use
of analytical scoring rubrics, as the subsequent scores may aid the teacher in highlighting
strengths in student performances as well as in revealing areas for additional support of
lagging skills. In order to adequately determine proficiency in improvisation
performance, an analytical scoring rubric was developed to measure specific components
of the rhythmic improvisations of the second-grade general music students in this study.
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Each student’s eight-beat rhythmic response was analyzed using the RIPA (See Appendix
G).
The improvisation performance rubric consisted of three specific criteria and a 5point Likert scale to measure the level and quality of achievement displayed in
performance of the rhythmic improvisation. The three components for each improvisation
to be measured were (1) steady beat and tempo; (2) rhythmic accuracy; and (3) rhythmic
complexity and originality. The “steady beat and tempo” criterion was measured based
on the participant’s ability to sustain the tempo set by the researcher as well as the
participant’s ability to maintain a steady and even pulse throughout the improvisation
performance. Rhythmic accuracy in the improvisation was displayed by the participant’s
ability to perform the prescribed guidelines of improvising an eight-beat rhythmic
response with a natural emphasis on the beat throughout the entire improvised response.
The guidelines given to the participants were to listen to the eight-beat rhythmic question
performed by the researcher then participants were to create an eight-beat rhythmic
answer and perform it on the tubano. Participants were instructed to play their response
on the beat, using a portion of the teacher’s question. Participants were also instructed to
use quarter notes, eighth notes, and rests in their improvised response to the teacher
question. The final criterion measured in the improvisation rubric was “rhythmic
complexity/originality.” Students in the study were given the guidelines to create the
improvisation using quarter and eighth notes, without creating a complete imitation of the
teacher rhythmic question. The 5-point Likert scale ranged from 5 being the highest level
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of performance to one being the lowest level of performance. The 5 levels of
measurement were: 5 - significantly above expectations, 4 - above expectations, 3 - at
expectations, 2 - below expectations, and 1 - significantly below expectations.
All participants performed an improvised response on the tubano. There were 7
pre-selected 8-beat rhythmic prompts that were used in this study (see Appendix F). I
played the improvisation prompt on a hand drum and tested each student individually
during his or her music class time in a private area in the music classroom. The testing
session length varied due to each participant ability to respond immediately following the
improvisation prompt. After the four improvisation lessons, participants were again asked
to improvise using the same procedures employed on the pre-test.
Three judges were selected to score the performances of all second-grade
participants. After all participants were individually recorded performing their
improvised responses on the tubano, three judges listened to each recorded improvised
response and scored each component using the RIPA. The criteria for judge selection
were a minimum of three years or more of elementary general music teaching experience,
Orff training, and some post-graduate work. I served as judge 1. I have a total of 16 years
teaching experience in elementary general music using the Orff Schulwerk approach and
Kodály Method. Judge2 is a retired elementary music teacher with 30 years of teaching
elementary music using the Orff Schulwerk approach. In addition, Judge 2 has also
taught both levels I and II of Orff Schulwerk training. Judge 3 has 13 years of elementary
general music teaching experience and has achieved Master level certification in Orff
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Schulwerk Method. Judge 3 is also currently teaching elementary general music in the
private school setting. All three judges were pursuing graduate studies in music education
at the university.
After the three judges were selected, they were trained on proper use of the RIPA.
During the rubric training, I described the improvisation testing procedures that
participants would undergo. After all procedures were provided, judges were informed of
the method of scoring. Each judge would receive a folder containing rubrics for each
participant tested and an audio recording of all improvised rhythmic responses. Each
second-grade student was assigned a number to identify individual improvisations to be
scored on each individual rubric. Each rubric would measure three subareas: 1) steady
beat/tempo, 2) rhythmic accuracy, and 3) rhythmic complexity/originality. Each subarea
would be measured on a scale of 1 to 5. Students were scored 5 if the improvisation was
significantly above expectations, 4 - above expectations, 3 - at expectations, 2- below
expectations, or 1 if the improvisation was significantly below expectations. The
maximum score achievable using the three criteria was 15 points. While listening to each
improvised response, each judge scored the three subareas. After all improvised
responses were scored in each criterion, the three subareas were summed to create the
composite score.
Each improvised second-grade response was recorded using a Voice memo
recording application on the iPhone 5s. This application was used because the ease of use
and recording capabilities. Judges 1 and 2 listened to and scored the improvised
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responses using 3.5mm Apple EarPods headphones with remote and microphone
connected to the iPhone 5s. Judge 3 received the voice memo files containing the
improvised responses in Dropbox™; the files were then downloaded and scored.
Validity
Validity was initially addressed by reviewing related literature concerning the
methods used to measure improvisation of elementary students. Previous studies
investigating improvisation with elementary students have measured musical aptitude as
related to improvisation performance (Danahy, 2013; Guilbault, 2009; Lee, 2010;
O’Donnell, 2011; Willing, 2011). Other studies that measured improvisation performance
of elementary students have used various rating scales, in which participants improvised
responses to teacher prompts (Beegle, 2010; Guilbault, 2009). While many of the
aforementioned studies employed rubrics ranging from 5-point to 4-point Likert scales,
rhythmic improvisation in many cases was merely one component measured in the
overall improvisation.
Laczó (1981), in his study of improvisation with elementary school children,
measured intonation, organization of musical form, originality, and rhythmic accuracy to
gain a cumulative measure of improvisation skills. Guilbault’s (2009) 6-point
improvisation rating scale measured the rate of elementary students’ harmonic rhythm
and tempo, realizing the relevance of rhythm in improvisation. Both Laczó and Guilbault
included rhythm in their measurement of student improvisation skill. Azzara (1993),
Brophy (2005), and Ward-Steinman (2008) measured rhythmic accuracy as a specific
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criterion in each of their measurement instruments used in evaluating improvisation
performance.
Unique to this study is that participants were asked to perform a rhythmic
improvisation on a tubano and each performance was rated using an improvisation
performance rubric. The original improvisation rubric, developed by the researcher,
contained a 4-point Likert rating scale measuring (a) rhythmic accuracy, (b) originality,
and (c) confidence of performance. Each subarea had the following qualifiers: exceeds
expectations, meets expectations, developing, and needs improvement.
Three experts in the field of music education reviewed the improvisation rubric
for content validity. This content validity panel consisted of three experienced music
educators currently working in various facets in the field of music education. One
panelist was a district arts instructional advisor. This panelist has over 28 years of
experience in working as a music educator with children as well as serving as an
instructional supervisor. Panelist 1 has also published research dedicated to the study of
improvisation instruction. The panel also included a female assistant professor of music
education with 10 years of experience as a general music educator with experience as a
consultant for a private children’s learning center. She has also authored textbooks that
focus on instructional strategies and curriculum for elementary general music classes.
The third panelist was a male fine arts advisor with over 30 years of experience in music
education who is currently tasked with overseeing and developing curriculum and
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instruction in the Shelby County Schools, and a certified Orff specialist. All three
panelists have achieved terminal degrees in music education.
Each expert reviewed the rubric, the administration procedures, and the
curriculum and treatment used in this study. The panelists were asked to consider the
following six questions: (1) Do you think the rubric is an accurate measure of the content
covered in the improvisation lessons? (2) In both the pre- and posttest, students will be
asked to improvise two prompts. What are your thoughts concerning students responding
to only two prompts to receive one score on both the pre- and posttests? (3) What are
your thoughts about the four-point measurement scale for achievement? Is the scale an
appropriate measure? (4) In the rubric there are three areas of achievement being
measured (Rhythmic Accuracy, Originality, and Confidence in performance): Do you
feel those areas are appropriate indicators of improvisation skill? (5) Does the rubric
adequately measure the performance expectations and outcomes of this study? (6) Is this
rubric a valid assessment tool for this study?
In response to question number 1, all three experts thought the rubric to be a valid
instrument to measure improvisation skills of second-grade students; however, each
panelist questioned the criteria of confidence as a measurable expectation. In question 2,
panelists were asked to consider students responding to two separate prompts. Panelists
determined an eight-beat prompt would be preferred over two four-beat prompts.
Question 3 addressed the use of a 4-point Likert scale. All three panelists disagreed with
the use of a 4-point Likert scale as an adequate range to measure student improvisation

43

responses. The suggestion was made to increase the scale to five-points. As a result, the
4-point Likert scale was modified to reflect a 5-point Likert scale where Meets
Expectations is in the center at three-points with two levels below [Below Expectations
and Significantly Below Expectations] and two levels above [Above Expectations and
Significantly Above Expectations].
In question 4, panelists were asked to consider the subareas of the rubric.
Suggestions were made to review the criterion of confidence, as confidence in
performance may be difficult to measure with accuracy. The researcher agreed with the
panel and adjusted the subareas to reflect steady beat/tempo, rhythmic
accuracy/complexity all of which are measurable in an improvised rhythmic
performance. All three panelists stated that the second-grade RIPA would adequately
measure the performance expectations and outcomes of this study and, with
modifications, would function as a valid measurement tool for this study.
Field Test
After editing the improvisation rubric based on the content validity panel
suggestions, I conducted a field test on the improvisation rubric. Students in this field test
(n = 5) consisted of 3 female second-grade students and 2 male second-grade students
who were not included in the main study sample. I explained to the five students the
purpose of this study and the procedures by which students would be assessed.
Field test participants were given a detailed description of the study and asked to
offer feedback concerning the process and the improvisation rubric. The students were
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informed of the research procedures and then asked to evaluate the rubric used to
measure improvisation performance.
Field test participants were given the improvisation rubric and were then asked to
respond to the following questions: 1) How would you interpret this? 2) Does this make
sense? and, 3) Do you think you could do this? After I demonstrated and explained the
process with the students, all five agreed they felt more comfortable with the
improvisation process. When reviewing the rhythmic improvisation performance
assessment (RIPA), field test participants preferred the teacher prompt be performed live
instead of a pre-recording prompt. The initial RIPA contained the term “imitate”, and the
students suggested that the participants would more easily understand the term “copy”. In
response to the question, “Do you think you could do this?” all field test participants felt
confident they could perform the task.
Pilot Study
After determining the procedures, a pilot study was conducted. The pilot study
sample (n = 20) consisted of second-grade general music students. Students were
selected based on convenience, as I am the current music teacher at the selected charter
elementary school. Pilot study participants were selected from the second-grade students
not included in the main sample for the study. I explained the purpose of the study and
the process for utilizing the improvisation rubric. After I provided an example of the
improvisation prompt and demonstrated an acceptable response on the tubano, I recorded
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each student individually performing his or her improvised responses. Each performance
was recorded using the Voice Memo application on the iPhone 5s.
To assess the reliability of the RIPA, the researcher and two judges, who were
also graduate students from the university, listened to each second-grade improvised
response through the Voice Memo application on the iPhone 5s. The researcher and two
judges used the RIPA to score each second-grade improvised response. Judges scored
each improvisation in the three subareas and a composite score was calculated from each
subarea.
Scores from all three judges were input into SPSS to determine the intraclass
correlation coefficient (ICC) using an absolute agreement definition in each subarea.
Total composite scores in the pilot ICC = .845. In the three subareas, the steady
beat/tempo subarea ICC = .857; for rhythmic accuracy the ICC = .821; and for rhythmic
complexity the ICC = .614. One minor change was made to the RIPA after the pilot test
was completed. The initial RIPA contained 12 prompts. The RIPA for the main sample
contained seven improvisation prompts.
Research Design
This study employed a quantitative research methodology, which sought the
"identification of factors that may influence an outcome and utilizes an intervention
purposing to understand the best predictors of outcomes" (Creswell, 2008, p. 18). The
research questions that guided this study were: 1) Does whole group or small group
instruction effect the rhythmic improvisation performance of second-grade elementary
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general music students? and 2) Does music aptitude as measured by the Intermediate
Measures of Music Audiation (IMMA) effect the rhythmic improvisation performance of
second-grade elementary general music students?
The quasi-experimental research design was utilized to determine whether a
specific treatment would influence an outcome or dependent variable. This study
employed a quasi-experimental design within the quantitative research frame. Unlike a
true experimental design where groups are randomly assigned, the quasi-experimental
design allows the researcher to use pre-existing intact groups. Students in this study were
members of intact second-grade classes predetermined by school officials and
administrators. In order to not disrupt the daily learning and class schedules, these groups
were used in their pre-existing state. The researcher assigned intact groups as either
experimental or control treatment. Both groups were administered the IMMA and pretest. The experimental group received the treatment only and both groups were
administered the posttest to determine if any statistical significance exists.
Quasi-experimental research was useful in this study because it allowed for the
establishment of a possible cause and effect between the independent and dependent
variables. When the independent variable influences the dependent variable, one can say
the independent variable “caused” or “probably caused” the dependent variable
(Creswell, 2008). Despite the convenience of use of intact groups, a considerable amount
of threats exists as a result of the inability to randomly assign participant groups as in a
true experiment.
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Table 1
Threats to Internal Validity
Threat

Discussion of Threat

Selection

Because groups were not randomly assigned,
certain variables could not be controlled such a
socioeconomic status. This may affect the impact of
the independent variable and variable outcomes.

Morality

Because participants were measured twice, there
was loss of participants prior to the posttest in this
study. Participants who did not complete all
measures in treatment of the study were not used in
the data analyses.

Maturation

Maturation could not be controlled in this study.
The participants in the study were current secondgrade students; however, all second-grade students
have varying levels and rates of development
between the ages of 7 and 10. The researcher
attempted to control for maturation by selecting
only students in the same grade level.

Regression

Regression was not a threat in this study because
each group represented students of varied levels of
music aptitude.

Interaction with selection

Participants in the study represented various
socioeconomic backgrounds. The researcher was
unable to control interactions with selection outside
of the educational setting because groups were
assigned intact.
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Table 1 (Continued)
Threats to Internal Validity
Threat

Discussion of Threat

Testing

Testing was a potential threat to internal validity as
participants may have become familiar with the
improvisation prompts and remember their
responses from the pre-test. The researcher
controlled for testing by randomly selecting
improvisation prompts and testing participants
individually in a private location.

Attitude

Participants from experimental group may have
spoken to participants in the control group. Control
group participants may have been perceived that
participants in small group had more enjoyable
activities or more focused attention with teacher in
smaller group setting.

Data Analysis
This is a quasi-experimental quantitative research study using original data from
IMMA, pre-test and posttest scores on improvisation assessment. In order to address
research question 1, a mixed ANOVA will be conducted with the pre-test/posttest serving
as the repeated measures variable and whole group/small group serving as the betweensubjects variable. To address question 2, a mixed ANOVA will be conducted with the
pre-test/posttest serving as the repeated measures variable and high/low music aptitude
served as the between-subjects variable.
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Chapter 4: Results
Results
This chapter presents the analysis of data included in this study. Following the
completion of all improvisation instruction, rhythmic improvisation performance
evaluation, and testing procedures for the second-grade general music students, scores
obtained were subjected to statistical analysis. The data concerning composite
improvisation performance scores as well as the three subarea scores were analyzed. The
independent variables were the instructional strategies (whole group and small group
instruction) used in the music lessons and the IMMA grouping (high/low). The dependent
variable was the composite rhythmic improvisation performance assessment. The
rhythmic improvisation performance assessment was the repeated measure in this study
in the form of both a pre- and posttest.
This chapter is organized into three sections: (1) descriptive statistics, (2) research
question 1 analysis, and (3) research question 2 analysis. The purpose of this study was to
measure the effects of instructional strategies (whole group and small group) and music
aptitude (high/low) on the rhythmic improvisation performance of second-grade general
music students.
The specific research questions were:
(1) Does whole group or small group instruction effect the rhythmic improvisation
performance of second-grade elementary general music students?
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(2) Does music aptitude as measured by the Intermediate Measures of Music
Audiation (IMMA) effect the rhythmic improvisation performance of secondgrade elementary general music student?
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive statistics for the overall IMMA scores and pre- and posttest rhythmic
improvisation performance assessment were analyzed (see Table 2).
Table 2
Overall Descriptive Statistics for IMMA and Rhythmic Improvisation
Variables

M

SD

IMMA Rhythm

28.08

7.00

.82

-.21

Pre-RIPA Steady Beat

2.24

.96

.31

-.81

Pre-RIPA Rhythm

2.27

.81

.13

-.51

Pre-RIPA Complexity

2.88

.86

-.34

-.00

Pre-RIPA Composite

7.43

2.24

.32

-.62

Post-RIPA Steady Beat

3.31

1.03

-.27

-.66

Post-RIPA Rhythm

3.17

1.09

-.19

-.59

Post-RIPA Complexity

3.27

1.31

-.42

-.85

Post-RIPA Composite

9.69

3.14

-.28

-.65

51

Skewness

Kurtosis

Research Question 1
Research question 1 sought to determine if whole group or small group instruction
effects the rhythmic improvisation performance of second-grade elementary general
music students as measured by rhythmic improvisation performance assessment.
Interrater reliability of the rhythmic improvisation performance pre-test and rhythmic
improvisation performance posttest was examined using the two-way mixed intraclass
correlation coefficient (ICC) with the definition of agreement defined in terms of
consistency and with average measures. Average difference scores between the pre-test
and posttest subareas and composite scores were analyzed. Scores for all three judges’
individual ratings were combined for each second-grade student rhythmic improvisation
performance. The ICC (1,1) for the pre-test composite was .792 and the ICC (1,1) for the
posttest was .819.
A mixed Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to examine research question
1. The independent variable was instructional strategy (whole group instruction and small
group instruction). The dependent variable was the composite rhythmic improvisation
performance assessment.
Before the ANOVA was conducted, descriptive statistics were analyzed to ensure
the assumption for normality was met (see Tables 3 and 4). Two scores on the pre-test
rhythmic improvisation composite were identified as outliers and removed from analysis.
The descriptive statistics for the pre-test and posttest composite improvisation assessment
revealed the data were normal. To ensure the intact independent variable groupings were
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not significantly different at the pre-test, a one-way, between subjects ANOVA was
conducted and no main effect was found, F(1,83) = 2.89, p = .09.
Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for Rhythmic Improvisation Assessment Pre-test by Group
Condition

M

SD

Skewness

Kurtosis

Steady beat

2.50

1.04

.00

-1.12

Accuracy

2.48

.75

.09

-.18

Complexity

2.85

.92

-.31

-.75

Composite score

7.83

2.35

.05

-1.11

Steady beat

2.00

.78

.31

-.44

Accuracy

2.07

.79

.17

-.65

Complexity

2.90

.71

-.69

1.13

Composite score

7.05

1.84

.40

-.48

Small group (n = 40)

Whole Group (n = 44)
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for Rhythmic Improvisation Assessment Posttest by Group
Condition

M

SD

Skewness

Kurtosis

Steady beat

3.15

1.14

-.20

-.88

Accuracy

3.03

1.12

-.05

-.95

Complexity

3.18

1.34

-.34

-.94

Composite score

9.20

3.32

-.20

-.93

Steady beat

3.40

.90

-.12

-.76

Accuracy

3.30

1.07

-.27

-.13

Complexity

3.32

1.29

-.50

-.75

Composite score

10.02

2.96

-.25

-.37

Small group (n = 40)

Whole Group (n = 44)

The homogeneity of variance assumption for group by posttest was met (L = 1.43,
p = .24). Because I only had two levels for the repeated measure, the sphericity
assumption did not need to be met. The mixed ANOVA revealed a main effect for the
repeated measure, F(1, 82) = 39.01; p < .001, partial ɳ2= .32, indicating participants
significantly improved on improvisation from the pre-test to the posttest. A significant
interaction between the repeated measure and the between-subjects variable was found,
F(1, 82) = 5.29; p = .02 partial ɳ2= .06. No main effect was found for instructional
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strategy (whole group/small group), F (1, 82) = .002; p = .96, partial ɳ2 < .00. Figure 1
shows the significant interaction between instructional strategy and pre/posttest. Even
though participants in the whole group instruction began with a lower mean, that group
made significantly larger gains between the pre-test and posttest than the participants in
small group instruction.

Figure 1. Interaction between small/whole group and Rhythmic Improvisation
Performance Assessment pre-test/posttest.
Research Question 2
Research question number two sought to determine whether music aptitude as
measured by the Intermediate Measures of Music Audiation (IMMA) affects the
rhythmic improvisation of second-grade elementary general music students. Participant
scores on the IMMA were initially ranked into three subgroups: high, middle, and low.
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Since fewer than 6% of students were classified in the middle music aptitude subgroup,
the middle group IMMA scores were eliminated so that there was a clear delineation of
high and low music aptitude subgroups resulting in a sample of 85 (high aptitude, n = 34;
low aptitude, n = 51).
A mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to examine research question
number 2. The between-subjects variable was music aptitude (high/low) and the repeated
measures variable was the rhythmic improvisation performance assessment (pretest/posttest).
Before the ANOVA was conducted, descriptive statistics were analyzed to ensure
the assumption for normality was met (see Tables 7 and 8). The descriptive statistics for
the pre and posttest composite improvisation assessment by aptitude group revealed the
data were normal.
Table 5
Descriptive Statistics for Rhythmic Improvisation Assessment Pre-test by IMMA
Grouping
IMMA Rhythm

M

SD

Skewness

Kurtosis

Steady beat

2.50

.96

.11

-.86

Accuracy

2.41

.74

.39

-.37

Complexity

3.00

.85

- .62

-.00

High group (n = 34)
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Table 5 (Continued)
Descriptive Statistics for Rhythmic Improvisation Assessment Pre-test by IMMA
Grouping
IMMA Rhythm

M

SD

7.91

2.18

-.20

-.53

Steady beat

2.10

.88

.36

-.60

Accuracy

2.18

.91

.46

-.45

Complexity

2.82

.89

-.17

.06

Composite score

7.13

2.32

.84

-.33

Composite score

Skewness

Kurtosis

Low Group (n = 51)

Table 6
Descriptive Statistics for Rhythmic Improvisation Assessment Posttest by IMMA
Grouping
IMMA Rhythm

M

SD

Skewness

Kurtosis

Steady beat

3.29

1.06

-.15

-.78

Accuracy

3.24

1.13

-.36

-.41

Complexity

3.24

1.21

-.15

-.73

High group (n = 34)
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Table 6 (Continued)
Descriptive Statistics for Rhythmic Improvisation Assessment Posttest by IMMA
Grouping
IMMA Rhythm

M

SD

9.74

3.00

-.21

-.27

Steady beat

3.33

1.02

-.35

-.34

Accuracy

3.14

1.11

-.11

-.80

Complexity

3.31

1.40

-.64

.89

Composite score

9.69

3.35

-.36

-.86

Composite score

Skewness

Kurtosis

Low Group (n = 51)

The homogeneity of variance assumption for music aptitude group by posttest was met (L
= 1.20, p = .28). Because I only had two levels for the repeated measure, the sphericity
assumption did not need to be met. The mixed ANOVA revealed a main effect for the
repeated measure, F(1, 79) = 33.77; p < .001, partial ɳ2= .30, indicating participants
significantly improved on improvisation from the pre-test to the posttest. No significant
interaction was observed between the repeated measure and the between-subjects
variable, F(1, 79) = 1.23; p = .27 partial ɳ2= .02. No main effect was found for music
aptitude (high/low), F(1, 79) = .96; p = .33, partial ɳ2 = .01.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
The elementary general music classroom is often the first formal music learning
setting for children. The general music educator may discover, uncover, or instill a love
of music making and creating in elementary students. While improvisation is an
important component of the elementary school music curriculum (Guilbault, 2004;
Kanellopoulos, 2007), research suggests that some music teachers feel unprepared to
teach improvisation and as a result neglect instruction in improvisation (Baldi, Tafuri, &
Caterina, 2002; Filsinger, 2013; Hargreaves, 1999; Smith, 2009; Ward-Steinman, 2007).
Just as a multitude of definitions of improvisation exists, so is the vast number of
instructional practices associated with improvisation. Research also suggests a lack of
consensus exists surrounding instructional methods useful in teaching this generative
music-making process (Azzara, 2002; Schroeder, 2002). Research activity on the topic of
improvisation has increased but very little research focuses on rhythmic improvisation in
second-grade elementary general music students. This study sought to measure the effects
of instructional strategies (whole group and small group) and music aptitude (high/low)
on the rhythmic improvisation of second-grade general music students.
Design and Analysis
This quantitative research design was a quasi-experiment. This design was
utilized because the experimental and control groups were not randomly assigned. Each
group represented an intact group. The specific research questions used to guide this
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study were (1) Does whole group or small group instruction effect the rhythmic
improvisation of second-grade elementary general music students? (2) Does music
aptitude as measured by the Intermediate Measures of Music Audiation (IMMA) effect
the rhythmic improvisation of second-grade elementary general music students?
Summary of Results
A mixed ANOVA was performed to address research question number one,
“Does whole group or small group instruction effect the rhythmic improvisation of
second-grade elementary general music students as measured by rhythmic improvisation
performance?” The independent variable was instructional strategy (whole group
instruction and small group instruction) and the dependent variable was the composite
rhythmic improvisation performance test.
The mixed ANOVA revealed a main effect for the repeated measure, F(1, 82) =
39.01; p < .001, partial ɳ2= .32, indicating participants significantly improved on
improvisation performance from the pre-test to the posttest. A significant interaction
between the repeated measure and the between-subjects variable, instructional strategy
(whole group/small group) was found, F(1, 82) = 5.29; p = .02 partial ɳ2= .06. Even
though participants in the whole group instruction began with a lower mean, that group
made significantly larger gains between the pre-test and posttest than the participants in
small group instruction. No main effect was found for instructional strategy (whole
group/small group), F (1, 82) = .002; p = .96, partial ɳ2 < .00.
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Research question number two sought to determine if music aptitude as measured
by the Intermediate Measures of Music Audiation (IMMA) effects the rhythmic
improvisation of second-grade elementary general music students? A mixed analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was used to examine research question number 2. [The betweensubjects variable was music aptitude (high/low) and the repeated measures variable was
the rhythmic improvisation performance assessment (pre-test/posttest).] The mixed
ANOVA revealed a main effect for the repeated measure, F(1, 79) = 33.77; p < .001,
partial ɳ2= .30, indicating participants significantly improved on improvisation from the
pre-test to the posttest. No significant interaction was observed between the repeated
measure and the between-subjects variable, F(1, 79) = 1.23; p = .27 partial ɳ2= .02. No
main effect was found for music aptitude (high/low), F(1, 79) = .96; p = .33, partial ɳ2 =
.01. Results show that the music aptitude may influence of improvisation performance of
second-grade general music students.
As with any study, the use of caution with interpretation is necessary. Participants
in this study were volunteers and members of intact second-grade classrooms. These
intact classrooms did not allow for the students to be randomly assigned to whole group
or small group instructional settings. It should also be noted that the researcher was the
primary music teacher for the participants and has been for 60% of the students for the
last four consecutive school years. This sample was 98% African American. If this same
study was conducted with a group with a different demographic make-up results may
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differ. Results from this study should not be generalized for second-grade students and
may be limited to beyond the specific sample population in this study.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to determine whether instructional strategy
(whole/group or small group) and music aptitude (high/low) effect the improvisation
performance of second-grade general music students. The demographic description of the
participants (n = 93) in this study was predominantly African American, urban children
from low socioeconomic backgrounds. With the vast amount of definitions of
improvisation, selecting one definition was essential to this study. The definition of
improvisation that was determined for this study was the creation of “rhythmic answers”
(as in conversation) by students in response to teacher or other student prompted
“rhythmic questions” as performed on a tubano drum (Nye et al., 1992, p. 228). The
researcher decided this definition matched the guidelines selected by the researcher to
measure improvisation. Students were asked to create an eight-beat rhythmic response to
the teacher-led improvisation prompts. This definition also matched the NCCAS domain
and common anchor that students were to improvise rhythmic and/or melodic patterns for
a specific purpose. To meet those expectations and properly align instructional methods
and student performance expectation, this definition was chosen.
Research Question 1
Research question 1 asked, “Does whole group or small group instruction effect
the rhythmic improvisation of second-grade elementary general music students?” Denton
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et al. (2010), Hamilton et al. (2003) and Lane et al. (2003) found that students in highpoverty urban schools show more engagement and higher academic achievement when
receiving instruction in a small group instruction setting. In contrast, Peterson et al.
(2002) found that students receiving free and reduced lunch showed more literacy growth
than students in a whole group learning setting. The findings of Peterson et al. support the
results of this study in that almost all of the participants in this study received free and
reduced lunch, and the participants that received improvisation instruction in the whole
group setting achieved greater gains in their rhythmic improvisation performance
assessment between the pre- and posttest. Participants in this study reflected the
demographics of the Denton et al. (2010), Hamilton et al. (2003), and Lane et al. (2003)
and results revealed that participants in the whole group instruction began with a lower
mean score and made significantly larger gains between the pre- and posttest than the
participants in small group instruction.
Azzara (2002) found in his research with elementary instrumentalists, that
students receiving whole group improvisation study demonstrated higher improvisation
achievement. Results from his study reinforce the thought that certain music
concepts/skills may be taught in various instructional strategies. Participants in my
research in whole group instruction showed larger gains between the pre-test and posttest,
but the two groups did not significantly differ on the posttest. Schroeder (2002) found
similar results to Azzara’s findings. Schroeder found that music students may perform at
a higher level with interaction in a large group setting when learning to improvise.
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During whole group improvisation instruction, students participated in various call and
response activities.
According to Azzara (1992), improvisation can be defined as the ability to
internalize a music vocabulary and express a musical idea spontaneously. In the whole
group instruction for my study, participants were exposed to more rhythmic patterns that
functioned to increase their musical vocabulary. In the small group setting, participants’
exposure was limited to two or three additional examples offering a more limited scope
of rhythmic patterns for their music vocabulary. This increased exposure in the whole
group setting, may have contributed to the participants who received whole group
improvisation instruction showing greater mean score gains. During instruction, the
teacher randomly selected participants to individually perform a rhythmic pattern in
response to the teacher’s rhythmic pattern. Kartomi (1991) in her research with children
at play found that students internalize and pick up rhythmic patterns aurally and
internalize them. Kartomi’s study also substantiates that added exposure may have
contributed to the whole group students’ achievement of larger gains in improvisation
performance from the pre-test to the posttest.
Research Question 2
Research question 2 asked, “Does music aptitude as measured by the Intermediate
Measures of Music Audiation (IMMA) effect the rhythmic improvisation of second-grade
elementary general music students?” According to Gordon (2007), students with high
music aptitude may achieve at greater levels than students with lower music aptitude
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scores. Young (1971) in the investigation of small group instruction on the music literacy
achievement of music students found that students with high music aptitude achieved
higher music achievement in improvisation. In contrast, results from this study found no
statistical significant difference in the rhythmic improvisation performance of secondgrade participants in relation to their music aptitude (high/low). Brophy (2009), in his
study of improvisation with children, used the IMMA as a control variable. As a result,
he too found that IMMA scores were nonsignificant as a predictor of improvisation
performance.
Results from this study may indicate that music aptitude may not be useful in
predicting certain musical performance tasks. Though someone may have a low musical
aptitude, as measured by one of Gordon’s aptitude tests, they may perform music at a
high level. Had the groups been assigned based on music aptitude, the results may have
been different.
Recommendations for Future Research
Improvisation is not a new music concept. Improvisation is one of the initial
music performance skills pre-dating performance with music notation. A strong
component of the African American culture is participation in religious settings where
musical improvisations often occur. Participants in this study were predominately African
American and students that received instruction in a whole group setting achieved greater
gains in their improvisation performances between the pre-test and posttest. This
exposure may have contributed to participants’ prior knowledge and experiences with
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improvisation. A replication of this study with a different demographic may result in
different findings, which may warrant further research.
Research investigating the use of various instructional strategies and impact of
improvisation instruction (Baldi & Tafuri, 2002; Houlahan & Tacka, 2008; Thomas,
1980; Whitman, 1963) substantiates the necessity of improvisation instruction in early
music learning with children. Results of this study demonstrate that instruction in
improvisation impacts the rhythmic improvisation performance of second-grade general
music students. As previously noted, student rhythmic improvisation performance scores
improved significantly with improvisation instruction focused on rhythmic performance.
In light of this, further research also might include longitudinal studies focused on the
effect of improvisation instruction beginning in kindergarten general music through fifth
grade and the inclusion of both melodic and rhythmic improvisation.
Longitudinal studies may consider using the improvisation unit outline and
expand the scope and sequence over an entire semester to find what areas of
improvisation performance increase. The improvisation instruction scope of this study
lasted for four weeks. Researchers and music educators interested in improvisation may
consider broadening the scope to include lessons with both melodic and rhythmic
improvisation to determine effective skills and strategies to build improvisation skill.
Researchers may also consider implementing a design in which whole group instructional
practice is used to introduce the concept of improvisation, and small group instruction is
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then used to remediate students that may not demonstrate mastery of certain components
of improvisation.
Researchers may also consider longitudinal studies aimed at studying music
aptitude yearly as Brophy (2009) found in his study which utilized music aptitude.
Brophy’s findings documented statistical significant difference in music aptitude over the
three-year period of his study. Findings from various studies (Azzara, 1992; Gordon,
1979; Lee, 1976; Willing, 2011) show the impact of music aptitude on improvisation
performance. Some studies found that students approximately eight years of age
displayed a level of proficiency in improvisation and attained a high music aptitude score.
More research measuring music aptitude at various age levels may offer insight into the
skills needed to increase proficiency in elementary students’ ability to improvise both
rhythmically and melodically. While studies differ in their findings with music aptitude
as a factor in student improvisation achievement, it may be useful to match students in
small group settings by music aptitude scores to investigate improvisation in small groups
with matched music aptitude. Matching students by ability in small groups with reading
and language arts, researchers found significant growth in literacy and math skills
(Bonfiglio et al., 2006; Brooks & Thurston, 2010). It may be useful to match music
students by aptitude and examine improvisation growth and skill development.
One of the important findings of this study was that improvisation instruction
contributed to the significant improvement of participants’ improvisation performance.
Filsinger (2013) and Beegle (2010) both found that lack of teacher confidence or ability
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to improvise was one reason music educators omit improvisation instruction. Researchers
might consider investigating what types of professional development offerings are most
successful in increasing teacher self-efficacy in teaching improvisation to elementary
general music educators. Perhaps with multiple professional development opportunities,
general music teachers will incorporate improvisation instruction, which could lead to an
increase in student improvisation performance skills.
Practical Applications
Based on the National Coalition for Core Arts Standards (NCCAS), a
comprehensive general music curriculum should include creating, performing, and
responding to music. Improvisation is a musical skill that allows for creativity and
requires development and opportunity. Music educators, preservice music teachers,
university music educators, music supervisors, as well as general educators can benefit
from the findings in this research.
Children improvise in conversation and in play, making improvisation a natural
experience for them. General music educators can build upon the child’s natural instinct
to improvise melodies and songs by providing structured improvisation opportunities in
the general music classes. One practical way to include improvisation in the elementary
general music lesson is by allowing students to participate in question and answer
rhythmic patterns using body percussion. This process allows the student to improvise a
four-beat rhythmic pattern response using body percussion or a percussion instrument.
This can be done with the teacher as the leader or with a student leader. This question and
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answer approach to improvisation using body percussion or percussion instruments may
function as a non-threatening way for teachers in a whole group to introduce the concept
of improvisation. Music teachers can also incorporate improvisation activities in both
formal and informal learning settings. For example, while students are transitioning from
one activity to the next, students can improvise melodies or rhythmic patterns verbally
providing opportunity to build improvisation skills.
Filsinger (2013) developed a music education professional development geared
specifically towards building confidence and competence in teachers’ ability to teach
improvisation in light of feelings of inadequate preparation. Professional development
opportunities often provide the necessary practice and environments for continued
learning. Music supervisors could locate musicians skilled in improvisation at local
universities to host professional development sessions focused in building self-efficacy in
teachers to introduce and teach improvisation. If such professional development sessions
include methods and experiences in teaching improvisation both for teachers and
students, the training may result in a higher level of confidence with teaching
improvisation, and, as a result, music improvisation may become an essential element in
general music classes.
It may also be advantageous for music teacher training programs to incorporate
improvisation into their teacher education program. If future music teachers are exposed
to a variety of opportunities to improvise, they will probably feel more comfortable with
improvising. Similarly, music education programs might consider incorporating
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improvisation instruction in their methods courses with opportunities to lead
improvisation activities in K-12 field placements. The more successful experiences future
music teachers have incorporating music improvisation in the music classroom setting,
the more likely it will be that they will implement improvisation in their future music
classrooms.
The use of various instructional strategies may be helpful in teaching musical
concepts and ideas (Smetana & Bell, 2014). Results from this study did not show
significant difference based on the whole group/small group instruction; however, both
types of instruction resulted in significant improvement between the pre-test and posttest.
A whole group instructional strategy may be beneficial for introducing new musical
concepts to an entire group of elementary general music students. This method may work
well when paired with small group guided practice in improvisation to remediate or
reinforce students’ abilities to improvise or learn other complex music concepts and
skills. It may also be useful to use both whole group instruction and small group
instruction on a scheduled rotation during each quarter of the school year to monitor
students’ improvisation performance and proficiency.
Although instructional strategies (whole group and small group) did not impact
the second-grade general music rhythmic improvisation performance in this study, small
groups have been documented to build collaborative skills, social and interpersonal
interaction, and progress when students are appropriately matched within the small
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groups (Bonfiglio et al., 2006; Brooks & Thurston, 2010), and music teachers should be
encouraged to implement a variety of instructional strategies.
One additional thought for practical application may be for the elementary general
music teacher to match students in small groups by their improvisation performance
ability to determine incremental growth in their improvisation performance. This may
prove to be a challenge while most general music educators receive intact classes. In
contrast, general education classroom teachers, in normal practice, assign students to
small groups based on their reading and math levels. These assigned groups provide a
“safe space” for students to learn at a level comparable to the members of their group,
which may allow for the collaborative space for students to work together and perhaps
gain incremental levels of proficiency in improvisation.
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Appendix F: Improvisation Prompts
Appendix G: Second Grade Rhythmic Improvisation Performance Assessment
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Appendix H: Improvisation Lessons Unit Outline
Pre-Test
Baseline

Lesson 1
Imitation

Lesson 2
Imitation to
Improvisation

Lesson 3
Call and Response

Lesson 4
Question/Answer

Post-Test
Assessment

Objective:
SWBAT
improvise
rhythmic answers
to rhythmic
questions using
quarter note and
eighth notes on
the drum.

Objective:
SWBAT
perform
rhythmic
patterns using
body
percussion and
movement on
the steady beat.

Objective:
SWBAT improvise
simple rhythmic
accompaniments.

Objective: SWBAT
improvise responses in the
same style to rhythmic
questions.

Objective:
SWBAT create
improvised
questions and
answers with a
partner to form a
group rhythmic
rondo.

Objective:
SWBAT
improvise
rhythmic
answers to
rhythmic
questions using
quarter note
and eighth
notes on the
drum.

Listening:
Now’s The Time
(Charlie Parker)

Speech piece:
Listen to the
Rhythm
Listen to the
Beat
Clap your
hands and
stomp your feet
Get ready now
to echo, Get
Ready to
repeat

Rhythmic
Reading:
Students will sight
read rhythms on
notecards using
“ta’s and ti-ti’s)
using rhythm sticks.

Song:
“Funga Alafia”
(call and response)

Speech Piece:
Riddle Ree, Do
what I do after me.

Speech Piece:
Riddle Riddle Riddle Ree,
Will you please answer
me?

Game:
Rhythm Relay
Students form
teams. The teacher
will play a rhythm
on the drum and
students will race to
write the rhythm on
the dry erase
boards.
Students/teams with
the most points win.

Define:
Improvisation
Speech Piece:
Name, Name,
What’s your
name? Say it now,
we’ll play a game.
Say it high, say it
low, any old way,
but don’t be slow.
(Burdett, p. 10)
Students will say
the words of the
speech piece in
rhythm on the
steady beat.
Students will pat
the rhythm of
their names.
Students will
perform the
speech piece
using percussion
instruments.
Student names
will be performed
as solos on
percussion
instruments.

(Teacher will
use body
percussion to
create 4 beat
rhythmic
patterns and
students will
echo each
pattern).
Book:
Ruby the Copy
Cat
Song:
“I Can Copy
That”
Rote teach the
song.
Students will
copy the
movements in
the song lyrics
moving to the
steady beat.

Students will echo
teacher 4-beat
rhythmic patterns
using hand drums.
Teacher will
indicate when
students imitate and
provide
opportunities for
students to create
original rhythmic
patterns to be
imitated by the
class or small
group.

Rote Teach Song.
Students only sing the
response.

Students will create a
response/answer to the
teacher’s 4-beat rhythmic
question/call on the hand
drums
Borrowing from the
teacher’s question students
will create responses.
Video:
Call and response Jazz
Demo
https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=sq19BZRKmLI

Song:
“I Can Copy That”
Students will create
original movements
on the interludes.
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Notation Review:
Students will sight
read rhythms on
notecards using
“ta’s and ti-ti’s)
using rhythm sticks.
Speech Piece:
Listen to the
Rhythm
Listen to the Beat
Use your drum
to answer me!
Students will
improvise answers
using hand drum
and perform the
individual
improvised rhythms
to create a piece in
rondo form.

Appendix I: Improvisation Lesson Plan
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